BACKGROUND NOTES TELLING THE STORY
Ten years after winning an Academy award with Braveheart, Mel Gibson brings his unique vision to the greatest story ever told. The Passion of The Christ focuses on the last 12 hours of the life of Christ: trial, torture, death and resurrection. Gibson wanted to spare his audience nothing of the horrors of a Roman execution: 'I want to show the humanity of Christ as well as the divine aspect. It's a rendering that for me is very realistic and as close as possible to what I perceive the truth to be.'
The screenplay is by Gibson and Benedict Fitzgerald. They sought to be faithful to the biblical story and to its broader theme of Christ's victory over darkness. Gibson asked for a contrast of light and shadow in the style of the Italian artist Caravaggio, so much of the film was shot at night or indoors to suggest light fighting its way out of darkness, symbolising Christ's struggle through to his ultimate triumph over evil. This is shown in the film by his defeat of Satan at the point of his death on the cross.
SYNOPSIS OF THE FILM
The film opens in the Garden of Olives (Gethsemane) where Jesus has gone to pray after the Last Supper. Jesus resists Satan's temptations. Betrayed by Judas Iscariot, Jesus is arrested and taken back to within the city walls of Jerusalem where the leaders of the Pharisees confront him with accusations of blasphemy and his trial results in a condemnation to death.
Jesus is brought before Pilate, the Roman Governor of Palestine, who listens to the accusations levelled at him by the Pharisees. Realising he is confronting a political conflict, Pilate defers to King Herod in the matter. Herod returns Jesus to Pilate who gives the crowd a choice between Jesus and the criminal Barrabas. The crowd chooses to have Barrabas set free and to condemn Jesus.
Jesus is handed over to the Roman soldiers and flagellated. Unrecognisable now, he is brought back before Pilate, who presents him to the crowd as if to say, 'Is this not enough?' It is not. Pilate washes his hands of the entire dilemma, ordering his men to do as the crowd wishes.
Jesus is presented with the cross and is ordered to carry it through the streets of Jerusalem all the way up to Golgotha. Along the way at least half of the spectators react with deep sorrow at the sight of his agony, and relatively few display open hostility or pleasure at what is happening. On Golgotha, Jesus is nailed to the cross and undergoes his last temptation -the fear that he has been church@home Internet magazine on the world of small groups http://www.scriptureunion.org.uk/churchathome abandoned by his Father. He overcomes his fear, and makes the pronouncement, 'It is accomplished'. He then dies: 'Into thy hands I commend my spirit'. At the moment of his death, nature itself overturns.
LIFE ON SET
Mel Gibson was astonished during the making of the film: 'Everyone who worked on this movie was changed. There were [people] on set converting to Christianity… people being healed of disease.' Jim Caviezel, who plays the role of Jesus, found the shoot a harrowing experience. Hours in makeup were followed by days hoisted, half-naked, on a cross, enduring hypothermia because of the intense cold. 'It was an absolute necessity to pray all the time,' he confessed.
'And I don't just pray with my head, but from the heart… Holy Spirit, please fill me. Jesus, love me. God save me. And I kept saying it over, and over, and over again.'
ANTI-SEMITIC?
The major criticism about the film -apart from the harrowing violence -has been a charge of anti-Semitism.
William J Fulco, who translated the script into Aramaic and Latin, saw no hint of this in the film. He said, 'I would be aghast at any suggestion that Mel is anti-Semitic.'
Gibson himself said that it was not the Jews who put Christ to death, but our own sin: 'This is not a Christian v Jewish thing. Looking at Christ's crucifixion, I look first at my own culpability.'
OPENING DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 1
Film reviewer James Hirsen said, 'The film is simply a cinematic prayer. It is a faithdeepening experience'. What do you think of that summary?
2 'This film has been called "the most offensive film every made". And yet arguably it's the film that most closely follows the Gospel stories. Does that mean that Jesus and the Gospels are offensive? Are the criticisms that the film is too violent valid?
3 Internationally famous preacher Billy Graham was moved to tears by the film and pronounced it the most graphic and moving film about Christ that he had seen. How did the film affect you? Feel free! As long as it's for your personal use within the context of the overall home group programme of your church, please feel free to print out and use the material in church@home as much as you'd like to, adapting where appropriate. (Don't forget that we'd be interested to hear about any imaginative ways you come up with of using or improving the material.)
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